Characteristics of germinal center-like structures in patients with Sjögren's syndrome.
To analyze the relationship between ectopic germinal centers (GCs) in the salivary glands and the clinical/laboratory characteristics of patients with Sjögren's syndrome (SS). Retrospectively, 126 patients with primary SS (pSS) and 16 patients with secondary SS (sSS) were analyzed. Minor salivary gland biopsies were evaluated for the presence of GC-like morphology by hematoxylin and eosin (H&E) and immunohistochemical (IHC) staining for CD21. Clinical and serological data were obtained from medical records. GC-like structures were observed in 36/126 (28.6%) pSS patients and 4/16 (25.0%) sSS patients. The mean inflammatory focus score of the gland was significantly higher in GC-positive samples than in GC-negative ones in both pSS and sSS patients (P = 0.007 and 0.024, respectively). In pSS, significantly elevated titers of rheumatoid factor (RF)-IgM (P = 0.023) and antinuclear antibodies (ANA) (P = 0.036), increased levels of IgA (P = 0.012) and IgG (P = 0.017) were encountered in GC-positive patients. The GC-positive group also presented higher prevalence of anti-SSA antibodies, lower levels of white blood cells, higher levels of erythrocyte sedimentation rate and γ-globulin, although not statistically significant. In sSS patients with ectopic GC formation, ANA titers were remarkably elevated. The anticyclic citrullinated peptide (anti-CCP)-IgG titers and the prevalence of antikeratin antibody (AKA)-IgG, antiperinuclear factor (APF)-IgG were also increased, yet not significantly. GCs were found to be associated with antibody and immunoglobulin production. This study indicates that SS patients with ectopic GCs have distinct features. Ectopic GC structures were particularly noted in patients with higher focus scores, and might play an essential role in sustaining antibody production as well as B cell activation.